Correlation of hepatitis B virus DNA and antigens in the liver. A study in chronic liver disease.
Hepatitis B virus deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) and antigens (HBsAg and HBcAg) were studied in liver biopsy specimens from 105 HBsAg-positive patients with chronic liver diseases. Free or integrated viral DNA, or both, was detected in 83 of 105 (79%) patients, whereas HBsAg and HBcAg were demonstrated immunohistologically in 96 (91%) and 39 (37%), respectively. Of 60 patients with detectable free viral DNA, 38 (63%) were positive for HBcAg, whereas only 1 of 45 (2%) with either integrated viral DNA alone (n = 23) or no detectable viral DNA (n = 22) was positive for HBcAg (p less than 0.001). Furthermore, the amount of HBcAg was positively correlated with the amount of free viral DNA in the liver tissue. In contrast, HBsAg was well expressed not only in the liver with free viral DNA, but also in the liver with integrated DNA. These data suggest that the synthesis of HBcAg is primarily directed by free viral DNA, whereas that of HBsAg may be directed by free as well as integrated viral DNAs.